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TO GIVE A fair and substantial account of the 
most important events over fifty years at a 
large university department in a limited space 
is impossible. Therefore, this account will have 
to be read as an utterly summarizing sketch 
with some highlights of particular traits of the 
Department of Psychology. An invaluable 
source of information has been the jubilee 
book compiled at the 50 years’ celebration of 
the Department of Psychology (Nilsson 2003).

When the Faculty of Social Sciences was 
formed in 1964, the Department of Psycho logy 
was four years old. Stockholm University College 
had recently become a state university, and psy-
chology had become an autonomous subject of 
examination. What had, until 1960, been an In-
stitute of Psychology, had turned into a regular 
university department that had just moved from 
a backyard house at Observatoriegatan to prem-
ises in the old main building of the Royal Institute 
of Technology (KTH) on Drottninggatan, oppo-
site “The Haunted  Castle” (Spökslottet).

Background
An embryo for the Department of Psychology 
can be traced back to 1934, when the board of 
Stockholm University College decided to create 
the Olof Eneroth Chair. Olof Eneroth, a po-
mologist, i.e. an expert in the cultivation of ap-
ples and other fruits, had already in 1876 do-
nated his fortune to a chair, but the resources 
were insufficient and only after additional 
money had been allocated could the chair be 
instituted. Perhaps the testator’s phrasing of 
the donation’s purpose raised some consterna-
tion, delaying the matter. The will prescribed a 
chair in the “study of the connection between 
natural law and the virtuous and physical na-
ture of Man, with particular concern for the 
upbringing of the growing generation into spir-
itual and bodily health”. Despite this cryptic 
formulation,  finally, after various turns, the de-
cision was made to advertise a professorship in 
education and psychology, the first incumbent 
of which, David Katz, was appointed in 1937. 

Department of  
Psychology
Gunn Johansson 
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Early research
Research and education in the 1960s were both 
marked by an academic and theoretical direc-
tion, with a strong focus on classical, experi-
mental psychology, methods and method de-
velopment. The work of the professor, Gösta 
Ekman, within psychophysics and scaling 
methodology, inspired a growing number of 
PhD students at the new Department. Later, 
they bore witness to the dynamic and creative 
research environment formed under the leader-
ship of Ekman (Härnqvist 2003:53, Sjöberg 
2003:142). Right from the start there was a 
strong relation to international research. The 
research tradition cultivated during this time 
was later strengthened and developed along 
different tracks, e.g. towards learning psycholo-
gy, cognitive psycho logy and cognitive neurosci-
ence. Psychophysics has, for example, become 
relevant when new technologies for brain im-
agery have made possible a dynamic develop-
ment of the study of brain processes. Presently, 
this tradition stands strong in the research car-
ried out at the Division for Perception and Psy-
chophysics, which is now housed in a separate 
building in Frescati Hage, the Gösta Ekman 
Laboratory. 

Longitudinal research
At the end of the 1960s, preparations went on 
at the Department of Psychology for one of 
the extensive, longitudinal research pro jects 

Later, a professorship in education was crea-
ted, and the Olof Eneroth Chair was changed 
into a chair only in psychology, with Gösta Ek-
man as incumbent. 

The 1960s
That was the situation when I first became ac-
quainted with the Department of Psycho logy. At 
that time, examination results from a preparato-
ry course, in combination with the marks from 
the General Certificate of Education (studentexa-
men), made up the selec tion instrument for about 
forty positions offered for first semester students. 
Emi nent lectures were given at ‘proppen’ (‘the 
plug’, the propaedeutic course) by the most 
prominent researchers of the Department: Gösta 
Ekman, Daisy Schalling, David Magnusson, 
Gunnar Goude, Hannes Eisler and Marianne 
Frankenhaeuser. For those who were admitted, it 
soon became clear that the studies in psychology 
were heavily scheduled with extensive group 
work and laboratory experiments. Test theory 
and comprehensive group work with quite a bit 
of statistical calculation formed an important 
part. A feared ingredient was the training in inter-
view methodology, where the interviewees were 
lower-level students. Interviews were taped and 
replayed in front of the group and teacher, who 
gave feedback about the performance. A strong 
sense of togetherness arose in some of the groups 
and study mates from that time have stayed my 
close friends. 
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tween the individual and her context over 
time, i.e. the processes that characterize the 
individual pattern of deve lopment (see e.g. 
Magnusson & Stattin 1998). This project has 
followed several year-cohorts of school chil-
dren in Örebro into middle age, and collected 
a large and valuable database, which is still in 
use for analyses of new research questions. It 
is worth mentioning that the IDA project 
passed relatively unaffected by the crisis for 
big longi tudinal databases that hit our faculty 

that have become an important part of the 
Faculty of Social Sciences’ profile. The initia-
tor and principal investigator of the project 
Individual Adjustment and Development 
(IDA) was David Magnusson, who succeeded 
Gösta Ekman on the Olof Eneroth Chair in 
1969. The project deals with the  individual 
development process in a life perspective, and 
from the beginning its aim was to widen the 
study of psychological development from 
cross-sectional analyses to the inter action be-

The Gösta Ekman Laboratory for Sensory Research is named after Professor Gösta Ekman (1920-71), 
specialist in psychophysics and scale methodology. (Photo: Mats Danielson)
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and, as a long-term goal, a formal, governmental 
licensing of psychologists. A government com-
mission put forward a proposal already in the 
1950s, but the decision was delayed. Among 
other things, the teaching in theoretical sub-
jects had to be supplemented by more applied 
elements, and this was accomp lished in the 
form of courses in personality psychology, ele-
mentary psychiatry, and inter view methodolo-
gy. Not until the beginning of the 1960s did the 
final choice fall upon a tri-annual model, with 
at least two grades (betyg = semesters) in either 
psychology or education, and the rest of the 
grades in statistics and sociology. In 1958, the 
Swedish Medical Board had confirmed the for-
malization of merits through the decision that 
a degree based on this model would be required 
for posts in clinical areas. Responsibility for 
the required practical training, however, still 
rested outside the University. Such training was 
provided through a local agency in cooperation 
with the Psychological Association. Thus, all 
psychology students still followed the same 
study plan regardless of their occupational 
goals. This was the order that ruled at the time 
of the establishment of the Faculty of Social 
Sciences.

Student dissent 
Over time, the student revolution of 1968 also 
reached the Department of Psychology, al-
though not in very dramatic forms. Like else-

in the aftermath of the so-called Metropolit 
affair. The reason for this was probably that 
the project, already before its start and 
throughout, was well-anchored in Örebro 
through the school administration and the 
media. Yet another longitudinal undertaking, 
the Betula project, has later been added as an 
important basis for research at the Depart-
ment of Psycho logy (see below under Re-
search in Cognitive Psychology).

Education with and without an 
 occupational focus
The Psychology students of the 1960s had a 
range of purposes for their studies. There were, 
like today, some who studied psycho logy in or-
der to better understand themselves and their 
fellow humans. There was also a group who, 
by acquiring some grades in behavioural disci-
plines, hoped to increase their chances for ad-
mission to medical studies. But most students 
had a general and genuine interest in psycholo-
gy as a discipline and saw it as an important 
part of a fil.kand. (Bachelor of Philosophy) de-
gree, many with the intention to pursue a ca-
reer as a professional psychologist. 

However, the establishment of this new oc-
cupation had just begun, and posts were very 
few. An impatient Sveriges Psykologförbund 
(The Swedish Psychological Association) and 
its predecessor had long been struggling to 
achieve a uniform education for psychologists 
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1970s stress research
One of the early research orientations at the 
Department of Psychology was psychophysiol-
ogy or, as it is now called, biological psycholo-
gy. In the 1970s Marianne Franken haeuser was 
professor (laborator) of  experimental psychology 
at the Council of Medical Research (MFR, 
Medicinska Forskningsrådet), and her activi-
ties were mainly located at the University’s De-
partment of Psychology. Her research con-
cerned stress, a concept originally used in 
experimental animal research, but which had 
now become highly relevant within psycholog-
ical research on motivation. Frankenhaeuser 
built a research team of co-workers recruited 
from among the psychology students of the 
University.  Licentiate and PhD theses based on 
psycho- biological and behavioural theory, as 
well as biomedical empirical theory, began to 
be presented (Frankenhaeuser 1979). This re-
search made use of advanced biochemical anal-
yses of stress hormones initially performed at 
Karolinska Institutet. The extent of stress re-
search grew, and in the 1980s a biochemical 
laboratory was established at the Department 
of Psychology in Frescati Hage. It was run 
there for about 25 years, entirely on external 
research funds. 

The experimental stress research at the De-
partment contributed basic knowledge about 
the intricate interaction between the social en-
vironment, the individual and her health. As 

where, student dissatisfaction concerned the 
hierarchical structure of the University, with 
autocratic heads of department, and also the 
contents of the curriculum. The theory-orient-
ed teaching offered at the Department of Psy-
chology satisfied neither the expectations of 
future psychologists, nor those who studied 
psychology for other reasons.

There was a wish for educational content 
that was more relevant for application and 
less comprised of test theory, as well as more 
concerned with clinical issues and less with 
experimental methodology. Some asked for 
textbooks in Swedish rather than the Anglo-  
American literature that dominated Western 
university education in psychology. The de-
bate was lively, and on occasion teachers had 
to fight for critical analysis and scientific strin-
gency. A working group consisting of teachers 
and students was formed with the assignment 
to prepare suggestions for change. The first 
suggestion concerning a changed form of gov-
ernance was rejected by the student represen-
tatives, who considered the suggestion as put-
ting too much responsibility on them. Instead, 
an advisory committee was formed, consisting 
of professors and lecturers plus five student 
representatives. With the exception of one 
year, this model was in use until 1977, when a 
new reform of higher education made student 
influence permanent (Högskoleförordningen 
1977:263).
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nization and employment, new systems of re-
muneration, in addition to the increasing flexi-
bility of work. 

Stress and work
A fruitful collaboration was started in the 
1970s between work psychologists and stress 
researchers who shared a bio-psychosocial per-
spective on the conditions of work that over 
time came to undergo an accelerating change, 
not least through the digital revolution. Above 
all, the focus was on how to identify the 
work-related factors that contribute to stress 
and encumbrance and – in a longer perspective 
– somatic ill-health. This cooperation contin-
ued for a long time and has resulted in several 
big field research pro jects during the 1980s, 
1990s and 2000s. Researchers active in this 
theme today are also part of the Stockholm 
Stress Centre (SSC), which has the overarching 
goal of adding to the knowledge of psychobio-
logical mechanisms in stress and health.

Uniform training of psychologists 
Efforts to establish a unified and appropriate 
occupational training of psychologists, and to 
counteract irresponsible and dubious app-
lications of psychological knowledge, had gone 
on since the mid-1900s. During the 1970s, 
there was a breakthrough. Through several 
steps a new order of studies was ratified, con-
taining strong elements of application and in-

the methodology was developed and became 
more robust, stress research moved from the 
laboratory into real life, such as the school set-
ting that was studied in collaboration with the 
IDA project in Örebro.

Research in work psychology 
In the 1970s, a chair in Social Psychology of 
Working Life was established, with Bertil Gar-
dell as the first incumbent. Work-related re-
search had been performed before at the De-
partment, but was now intensified by a debate 
on working conditions in industry that had 
followed upon the miners’ strike in Malm-
fälten, an area of mineral extraction in North-
ern Sweden. Organizational psychology and so-
cial psychology now became relevant for 
critical scrutiny of working conditions and 
forms of organization. The interest was ex-
panded to also include the working situation of 
white-collar workers and thus a new term, psy-
chosocial working conditions, was minted. 
Since that time, working life has under gone radi-
cal changes and new issues of investi gation have 
been addressed. Organizational and technical 
change still generates new questions for re-
search along with some classic ones, such as the 
never-ending issue of how to obtain valid and 
reliable test instruments to be used for recruit-
ment and selection. A large part of contempo-
rary research, however, deals with new and 
changing work conditions: new forms of orga-
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competence profile of the teaching staff has 
had to be improved. The faculty nowadays in-
cludes a number of teachers with a PhD, who 
at the same time are themselves licensed psy-
chologists and certified psychotherapists. 

Premises and internal structure: the 
1970s and 1980s 
The strong growth of research and the expan-
ded education of psychologists made the De-
partment creak at the joints. At the same time, 
the subject attracted an increasing number of 
students to the regular academic education in 
psychology, on both the basic and advanced 
levels. For a time it was also necessary to create 
special opportunities for previously educated 
professional psycho logists to supplement their 
education up to the new standard. This assign-
ment included the BA degree described above, 
but also the higher level of Licentiate of Philoso-
phy degree. 

For decades, the question of how to harbour 
a permanently growing and diversified activity 
was a headache for department heads and the 
department board. Much work and engaged 
involvement was invested in one plan after the 
other, but for different reasons they could not 
be realized. Before the Department finally 
moved out from the city centre to Frescati, an 
intermediate stop was made from 1971 to 
1982 in locations scattered over a couple of 
blocks in Vasa staden: at Hagagatan 25, where 

built practical training (Jonsson 2003). The 
term psykologlinjen (the psychologists’ curric-
ulum) became official, and in 1978 the occupa-
tional certification was issued by the National 
Board of Health and Welfare (Socialstyrelsen). 
Additional confirmation was given in 1982 
when an integrated, five-year training pro-
gramme for psycho logists was ratified, with 
further specification of the goals of education 
(lärandemålen), e.g., demands for competence 
to take part in psycho-therapeutic tasks.

A specifically formed, five-year education 
for psychologists implied of course that the 

Corridors in one of the old College of Forestry 
buildings convey a strange feeling of travelling 
by train. (Photo: Mats Danielson)
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within their own particular special areas, and 
therefore it becomes natural for staff who are 
primarily involved in teaching to choose a 
home location within these divisions. The for-
malization of an already existing structure con-
tributed to make the width of departmental 
activities more visible. One aim was that each 
division should be represented by at least one 
professor. In the present situation, after the re-
form introducing the possibility for lecturers to 
apply for promotion to professor, this ambition 
is well fulfilled. 

Much later, there was a new period of grow-
ing pains. Successful competition for research 
funds, and increased societal demands for pro-
fessional psychologists, resulted in each of the 
six divisions growing to the size of other ‘nor-
mally sized’ departments within the Faculty of 
Social Sciences. Following the example of for-
eign universities, the Department then made a 
serious attempt to establish a new, independent 
Faculty within the University. This proposal, 
however, gained no support. 

The 1980s and 1990s: Clinical 
 research gains speed
Many people associate the discipline of psycho-
logy primarily with issues of mental illness and 
psychological problems and difficulties. At the 
Stockholm Department of Psycho logy, clinical 
research made up a minor part of the total vol-
ume of research up to the 1990s. Ever since the 

mainly basic- level education was undertaken, 
and at Norr tullsgatan 41 and Norrtullsgatan 
43–45 – the former Borgerskapets änkehus 
(The House for Bourgeois Widows). Here, re-
search, PhD education and departmental ad-
ministration were located. The move solved the 
worst of the overcrowding but was, of course, 
less than ideal from other points of view. 
Among other aspects, the integration of re-
search and teaching was hampered for a period.

Towards the end of the 1970s, the Depart-
ment had grown to the degree that it also be-
came complicated to handle information about 
department activities internally within the Uni-
versity, as well as externally towards society. 
The Department was a sizeable part of the Fac-
ulty of Social Sciences, and for a while the pos-
sibility of splitting it into several, smaller de-
partments was even discussed. In the end, 
formalizing the informal division between 
dominating research areas that had existed for 
a long time proved the best option. As a result 
six divisions were formed: Psychology of Work 
and Organization, Biological Psychology, Clin-
ical Psychology, Cognitive Psychology, Percep-
tion and Psycho physics and The Psychology of 
Personality, Social Psychology and Develop-
ment. With somewhat varying nomenclature, 
and in somewhat varying shape, the six divi-
sions have lived on until today. Each of the di-
visions comprises a number of research groups. 
The divisions are involved in the education 
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1960s, there had been a division of applied 
psychology, where clinical research was carried 
out. But it was only when Carl-Otto Jonsson 
was appointed to professor and acting head of 
department that clinical psychology gained a 
more promi nent role. 

In 1992, a chair was created with the speci-
fication of clinical psychology. Thereby, the ac-
tivity within this field grew further, and research 
with an international orientation gained speed. 
The chair’s first incumbent was Lars-Göran 
Öst, and the research became directed towards 
issues of treatment. Since then salient themes 
have concerned cognitive behavioural therapy, 
treatment of phobias and of states of anxiety, 
depression, and also the unwanted side effects 
of psychological treatment. Presently, there is 
research on internet-based psychological treat-
ment, a vital and growing field of research and 
application. Another theme within this field is 
 forensic psychology, for instance the way in 
which children and adults perceive, remember and 
narrate traumatic experiences. Another theme 
is the study of the attachment process and parent-
c hild interaction, both in the normal develop-
ment context and in a clinical perspective. 

Social psychological research
The research field of social psychology is an-
other area that has grown in span and impor-
tance in our Department during recent decades. 
Social cognition is the general theme and the 

research is concerned with how people’s 
thoughts, behaviour and emotions influence 
and are influenced by other people. Recent ex-
amples concern research on intergroup biases 
in judgements, decision making, and memory, 
as applied in legal settings and in relation to 
stereotyping and prejudice. Another theme 
concerns the relation between psychological at-
tachment and religiosity. Some of this research 
is performed as laboratory experiments, while 
other studies are conducted in real life. 

Research in developmental 
 psychology 
To the field of developmental psychology we 
have to count the entire longitudinal IDA-pro-
ject, as it has been pursued ever since the 1960s. 
Another early example of research within this 
field concerns studies dealing with intrapersonal 
communication in relation to deafness, blind-
ness and other functional disorders. Attention 
theory has inspired research on the particularly 
strong bonds between parents and children and 
their role in a development perspective.

Research in cognitive psychology
Since the 1990s a central theme has been the 
human memory functions. In 1993, Lars-Göran 
Nilsson succeeded David Magnusson as the 
Ene roth Chair. He also remained leader of a 
comprehensive longitudinal project that he had 
started at Umeå University in 1988 called the 
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on decision making, as it is perfor med by indi-
viduals, by groups, and by organizations. 
Risk-taking behaviour has also been a closely 
related research theme.

The Psychotherapy Clinic and the 
 education of psychotherapists
After the formal demand that psychologists 
must have competence for therapeutic tasks, 
the Department started a clinic for psychother-
apy. The clinic offers opportunities for students 
in the final stage of their professional psycholo-
gist training to conduct individual therapy ses-
sions under the surveillance of  experienced, li-
censed psychologists/psychotherapists. The clinic 
is now one of the biggest in Stockholm, receiving 
about 4,000 visits per year. The problems ad-
dressed are of varying nature such as anxiety, 
depression, fears, sleeping problems, stress, etc.

Betula Project. This longitudinal project stud-
ies aging, and its purpose is to explore how 
memory functions change in adult life and old 
age, how to define risk factors for dementia, 
and how to find early, pre-clinical signs of de-
mentia. The project is interdisciplinary and 
apart from cognitive psychology it involves 
neurophysiology, brain imaging, genetics and 
gerontology. The personnel union between 
Stockholm and Umeå has provided researchers 
in cognitive psychology at the Department ac-
cess to  material from this very rich database. A 
salient theme concerns auto-biographic memo-
ry, the individual’s memories from her/his life, 
and the complex combination of mental pro-
cesses that interact in the construction of such 
memories. The field of cognitive psychology 
has always been represented at the Depart-
ment, for example through extensive research 

The David Magnusson Lecture Hall.  
(Photo: Henrik Dunér)

Frescati Hage (the Frescati Meadow).  
(Photo: Henrik Dunér)
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Since 2011, the Department of Psychology 
offers a supplementary training in psychother-
apy, leading to a government license, ratified by 
the National Board of Health and Welfare. It is 
given at a half-time pace for the duration of 
three years, and is intended for persons who 
already have basic academic education in a car-
ing profession, i.e. psycho logists, physicians 
and social workers. One requirement is that 
the candidate her/himself has gone through 
therapy and has at least two years’ experience 
with psychotherapy under qualified supervi-

sion. The participants choose one of two psy-
chotherapeutic orientations: cognitive beha- 
vioural therapy (KBT) or psycho-dynamic 
therapy (PDT). 

PhD education
Up until 1974, ten traditional PhD disserta-
tions were defended in psychology. After the 
reform of higher education in 1969, and the 
introduction of the new doctoral degree, the 
yearly number of new PhD degrees steadily in-
creased. For the period 1974–1983, 34 disser-

The Psychotherapy Clinic of the Department of Psychology. (Photo: Mats Danielson)
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tations were registered. From 1984–93 there 
were 47, 1994–2003 94, and 2004–2013 83 
PhD dissertations (Nilsson 2003). This makes 
an average for the whole period of 5.9 disserta-
tions yearly. International publication and 
compilation theses have dominated. The 
sub-studies of such theses usually consist of sci-
entific articles that are either already published 
or accepted for publication in international, 
peer-reviewed journals. It can be noted that 
since the normal time for PhD studies of about 
four years was introduced, the requirements 
for the number of sub-studies have been low-
ered while the quality demands on the frame 
 paper (kappa) have increased.

The third task
Education and research in the subject of 
psycho logy have over the years created broad 
surfaces of contact with the surrounding soci-
ety. Co-workers at the Department of Psychol-
ogy have in many different contexts been able 
to offer expertise. I will select only two exam-
ples. In the 1960s, some of the researchers at 
the Department played a significant role in the 
preparations for the right-hand traffic reform 
to be implemented in 1967. Docent Mats 
Björkman, later professor at Umeå University, 
was appointed chairperson for the ‘Scientific 
Workgroup for Traffic Security, Learning, 
Teaching and  Media’ appointed by the Right 
Hand Traffic Commission (Trafikverket 2004). 

Together with colleagues at the Department 
and from Uppsala, he contributed expertise 
from the psychology of perception and the 
psychology of learning to one of the most 
comprehensive and successful information 
campaigns that has ever been implemented in 
our country.

An example of a concrete product is the so-
called Borg Scale, named after its originator, 
Gunnar Borg (Borg 1998). Borg had been a 
student of psychology at the Stockholm De-
partment already at the time of  David Katz. 
He returned to Stockholm as professor in per-
ception and psychophysics in 1980, when his 
research group was transferred from the Psy-
chotechnical Institute to Stockholm Universi-
ty. The Borg Scale is a theoretical scale of esti-
mation, provided with carefully chosen verbal 
labels for the different numerical steps. It was 
originally intended for the estimation of per-
ceived physical effort, including shortness of 
breath and muscular fatigue. Presently it is 
used all over the world, not only in the train-
ing of athletes but also within rehabilitation 
and in medical care, where it offers patients 
an opportunity to communicate their experi-
ence of pain. Those of us who have moved in 
international circles of psychological research 
and have identified the Department of Psy-
chology in Stockholm as our home base, have 
often heard the comment “Aha, the Borg 
scale!” 
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The Department today
Close to 180 persons have some form of 
 employment at the Department. Just under 130 
of these co-workers are engaged mainly in re-
search, and of these about 50 are active PhD stu-
dents. Roughly 30 persons have the title of pro-
fessor. Some 50 people work mainly with 
teaching, and about 20 are admi nistrators and 
technicians.

All included – the basic and advanced levels, 
PhD education, the programmes for psycho-
logists and psychotherapists and other special-
ist educations consist of over 1,000 students per 
semester enrolled in the Depart ment’s educa-
tion. Through the Institute for Applied Be-
havioural Science (ITB), the Department also 
supplies commissioned courses for exter nal or-
ganisations and for departments and adminis-
trative units within Stockholm University.

The researchers publish between 150 and 
190 texts per year according to the publication 
database DiVA. Around 90 to 100 of these are 
articles in scientific journals. The rest are books, 
chapters in books, and reports. Today, the De-
partment of Psychology is represented in two of 
the University’s leading research fields: ‘cogni-
tive aging’ and ‘stress, work and health’. 

 • 
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186 Kapitelnamn The stately main psychology building was 
previously used by the College of Forestry – 
beautiful trees in the surrounding form the 
remnants of its arboretum.  
(Photo: Henrik Dunér)




